Hepatitis B virus DNA levels and outcomes in chronic hepatitis B.
Serum hepatitis B virus (HBV) DNA levels can fluctuate markedly during the course of chronic HBV infection. Both case-control and cohort studies have shown a significant, dose-response association between serum HBV DNA levels measured at the time of initial evaluation and the subsequent risk of cirrhosis. A similar direct relationship has been shown for the risk of hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) in cross-sectional, case-control, and cohort studies. Interventional studies have shown a strong correlation between the indices of disease activity seen on liver biopsy and levels of serum HBV DNA. These studies have also shown that reduction in HBV DNA levels correlate strongly with improvements in liver histology. For patients with HCC, prognosis (including risk of death, metastasis, and recurrence following surgery) is worse with higher serum HBV DNA levels. The preponderance of the evidence in the published literature demonstrates that serum HBV DNA level is an important and independent risk factor for disease progression in chronic hepatitis B. The relative importance of serial HBV DNA measurements, the loss of hepatitis B e and surface antigens, as well as the emergence of HBV mutants in the progression of chronic hepatitis B, especially in young patients, is an important need for future research.